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When President Alberto Fujimori signed a controversial amnesty bill on June 14, the simmering
battle that has marked his relationship with human rights groups during his first term in office
erupted again. The bill, passed by a 47-11 vote in the Fujimori-controlled legislature, absolves
military, police, and civilians for any human rights abuses or other criminal acts related to the
counterinsurgency war that were committed from May 1982 to June 14, 1995. Human rights and
opposition political groups energetically protested the law, which has also raised constitutional
questions.
Throughout Fujimori's first term, which will end in late July, the president received stinging
criticism that he tacitly allowed serious human rights abuses by military and law enforcement
personnel during their efforts to contain the Maoist guerrilla organization Sendero Luminoso.
Fujimori dismissed such charges and accused his critics of being "willing dupes" (tontos utiles)
who knowingly or unknowingly aided and abetted terrorism. The amnesty law, quickly signed by
Fujimori the day after it was passed, promptly resulted in the release of those convicted for the
1992 kidnapping and murder of a professor and nine students from the Enrique Guzman y Valle
University outside Lima, known locally as La Cantuta.
The La Cantuta incident has been Peru's most notorious human rights case in recent years and
brought calls from international organizations for an end to impunity for human rights violations.
Backers of the amnesty law justified the measure as necessary for "national reconciliation." The
government argues that alleged guerrillas now in jail have already benefitted from a separate
law that allows them to receive reduced sentences, or in some cases full pardon, if they publicly
repent for their crimes. However, opposition political groups, human rights organizations, families
of victims, and church leaders were all quick to denounce the legislation. University students
organized protests and opposition groups formed the "Civic Movement against Impunity."
According to the umbrella human rights organization Coordinadora Nacional de Derechos
Humanos (CONADEH), the law will absolve those guilty of nine massacres in which hundreds of
persons were killed. Critics of the legislation also warn that it will encourage more human rights
violations and institutionalize impunity. Fujimori dismissed his critics, saying they did nothing
when the country was wracked by terrorism. "Members of the armed forces who committed entirely
reprehensible acts were immersed psychologically in a complex and risky conflict trying to defend
society," Fujimori said. "Some tried to carry out justice on their own, something I don't justify but
understand within the context of that poisoned social climate."
One controversy that arose after the law's passage was whether it affects those suspected of crimes
still under investigation. Once such case is the murder of 15 people who were attending a party in
the Barrios Altos neighborhood in Lima in 1991. Evidence suggests they were killed by members
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of a military hit squad known as "Grupo Colina," which is linked to the Peruvian secret service
(Servicio de Inteligencia Nacional, SIN). The four prime suspects in the Barrios Altos case are among
those convicted in the La Cantuta case who were released on June 17, following the signing of the
amnesty law. Another criticism is that the legislation equates gross violations of human rights with
crimes by "prisoners of conscience" such as retired Gen. Carlos Mauricio, who was sentenced to
four years in prison for criticizing the government for its handling of the recent border conflict with
Ecuador and who also benefitted from the amnesty. In addition, legal experts questioned the law's
constitutionality. Among those challenging the congressional action was the law school faculty at
Lima's Catholic Pontifical University.
"The decision of Congress to grant amnesty to persons who committed serious crimes and were
judged and sentenced by the justice system, putting them on the save level with persons accused
or convicted of crimes of opinion and of function, goes against fundamental ethical principles and
ignores basic norms of the state of law," read the law school document. The law professors also
said the law violates United Nations norms that prohibit amnesty for those guilty of causing forced
disappearances. Moreover, on July 3, the Geneva-based International Commission of Jurists also
said the amnesty law violates international law.
"The amnesty law guarantees impunity and affects fundamental values such as equality under
the law and the right to justice by allowing persons who exercised high official positions to escape
their responsibilities," according to the Jurists. Putting the legal objections to the test, Lima judge
Antonia Saquicuray issued a ruling that the amnesty did not cover those involved in the Barrios
Altos case, which is under her jurisdiction, because to do so would violate international human
rights agreements signed by Peru. Many in the legal community praised Saquicuray's decision,
which they called "historic," and a courageous demonstration of independence by a judge within
a "submissive and timid" judicial system. Nevertheless, the Peruvian Congress moved swiftly to
overrule Saquicuray's decision. It passed another law, which opponents called the "impunity law,"
specifying that the amnesty law applies to all cases, including those currently being investigated,
and prohibits the judicial branch from making rulings that contradict it.
Amnesty is a power granted to Congress to allow it to manage national problems beyond the
rigorous application of penal law," said congressional deputy Victor Joy Way of Fujimori's majority
Cambio 90-Nueva Mayoria coalition. "It is exercised, not according to legal criteria, but to criteria of
conscience." The congressman said the courts have no authority to oppose congressional amnesty
decrees, whose application, he said, were obligatory for the judiciary. Opposition deputy Lourdes
Flores said Peru is moving toward a "civilian dictatorship," and said it can "either live in democracy
or dissolve and close the Congress."
Independent deputy Fernando Olivera said the legislation proves the "weakness of the Fujimori
regime to stand up to blackmail from the military high command." Meanwhile, polls showed that
signing the unpopular bill had some political cost for Fujimori, resulting in an eight- point drop in
his approval rating. The polling firm Apoyo said on June 19 that Fujimori's approval rating dropped
from 74% to 68% in the previous week, the steepest drop in 15 months. In addition, 87% of those
questioned in the Apoyo poll opposed amnesty for those involved in the La Cantuta case. In the
same poll, 77% said they generally disapproved of amnesty for perpetrators of atrocities and said
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they believed the amnesty was part of a deal to prevent those charged or convicted of crimes from
implicating those higher up. On the other hand, 55% supported amnesty for Gen. Jaime Salinas
and others who staged an abortive coup attempt in 1992. (Sources: Latinamerica Press, 12/02/93 and
02/24/94;Inter Press Service, 06/18/95; Reuter, 06/16/95, 06/19/95, 06/29/95; Agence France- Presse,
06/18-20/95, 06/25/95, 06/29/95, 07/03/95)
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